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party landed at Esther Harbour. But you cannot always
time your movements in the South Shetlands. On the
seventh and eighth days it blew a gale from the west. The
ship had to stand off the island into a blackened sea slashed
with plumes of white and draped with veils of fog. It was
nine days before she came back to Esther Harbour to find the
camp derelict and the party missing.
Gloom descended upon the ship's company. Upon every
man from the Captain to the foc'sle peggy there settled a
sense of dread calamity. Six men had gone from their
midst and none knew, whether their familiar faces would be
seen again or their laughter heard. All round the margins
of Esther Harbour the upper snow fields that clothe the
whole island in an eternal armour come down to the sea as
glaciers. They present to it ice cliffs a hundred feet high
pinnacled^ crevassed and tortured, from which huge frag-
ments fall incessantly with a report like the roar of artillery.
You keep clear of these if you can. Had the Rapid taken a
fit in the middle of the bay and been blown against one of
these ice cliffs ? Or had she similarly taken a fit and been
blown utterly helpless out to sea in the last westerly gale?
Or had she struck one of the reefs over which the surf boiled
all round the coast and gone to pieces? Or had she sprung
a leak and foundered? In any case there seemed to everyone
in the ship to be little hope for the party of men aboard the
Rapid. They might be able to take to the pram of course.
But who would give a halfpenny for the chances of six men in
a pram with only a single pair of oars, without much food,
perhaps, or water, in such weather and off such a coast?
It was Saturday night. When the wine had gone round
the wardroom table the Captain raised his glass.
" Gentlemen," he said.    " Our mess-mates."